LIBERALISM   AND  THE  MONARCHY
The real weakness of Liberals lay, however, in a mis-
interpretation and a narrowing down, amounting to a betrayal,
of the liberty for which they stood. They were unable to believe
in liberty in itself, unable to believe in liberty for all, and found
themselves denying it to the large mass of the people, and this
in its own name. Believing in their heart of hearts that only the
select few were fit for power, they failed to have the courage
of their convictions and to admit that therefore they did not
really believe in liberty. Owing power not to any law, but to
the placing of the sovereignty of the people, not that of a class,
above all laws, they spent their time in trying to evade the
logical application to everyday political life of the principle
that had given them power. This sustained inconsistency led
them to repressive deeds and to illogical ideas, to dishonest
expedients of action and thought. Founded on an evasion of
the real issue, on a denial of itself, French Liberalism could
not live.
It would be difficult to exaggerate the disastrous conse-
quences of this failure for France. In a country of such extreme
opposites of thought in politics and religion, where the clash
of opinions so easily leads, if not always to violence, at least to
an intolerance which is closely akin to war, there is a particular
need for strong moderate truly Liberal opinions, well organ-
ized and capable of commanding at least the respect of enemies
to Right and to Left. Just as the revocation of the Edict of
Nantes had deprived France of a Church standing midway
between Catholicism and atheism, and acting both as a buffer
between the two forces and as a refuge for those unable to join
either of these, so Liberalism might have steered France be-
tween reaction and revolution, given to the Church problem a
solution that would have satisfied all but a few extremists, and
saved her from the Second Empire. By virtually identifying
itself with the upper middle class, or, more accurately, with a
financial and industrial aristocracy, Liberalism lost its possible
hold on the masses, and became what " Le Lib&ralisme " is
now in modern France, a slightly diluted form of social and
political Conservatism, leaving the field clear for other more
virile and consistent forces.
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